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Abstract 
We accept the city much as it is. We can criticize it; we can avoid it; and we can escape from it. But we can also accept that the 
city “writes” its daily history: with us, about us, by us, against us, and its writing is perennial and ephemeral, real and virtual. 
Tissue/texture, material crystallized form, on the one hand, and glance, poetry, narrative, experienced/imagined/dreamed 
landscape, on the other. Between these two seemingly contradictory instances, we find a landscape of various kinds of readings 
that extend from the real to the virtual and return to the real, sometimes fortified, sometimes impoverished. The diversity of 
readings that the city provides to us also gives us the measure of its creative re-composition of language. This paper will explore 
this topic, attempting to answer the question of what virtual landscapes currently offer us in order to better understand the city’s 
creativity. The city’s creativity is an open function and its embodiment in spatial and morphological diversity is just one of its 
facets. The other side is an ephemeral one; poetry stored in daily life, a glance revealed by a momentary ambience or an emotion 
generated by a virtual landscape. Between these two instances arises a desire for communication and self-support: because the 
city does not resist by the force of its fixed shape alone, by its morphology or architecture (no matter how representative or 
glorious they may be), but rather by the power of its language, which is open to new, daily poetry able to capture the entire 
energy of urban life.  
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Introduction 
This paper starts from the need to become aware of the fact that people’s interest in the classic elements of city 
space and urban landscape composition is continually decreasing. This is due to the ‘mirage’ induced by the new 
techniques of mapping and landscape visualization. The city has always represented a source of creativity, mainly 
due to the variety of modes in which it is read by its inhabitants - architects, town planners, artists and writers, but 
also people in other professions. Today, facing the loss of this power of the city to inspire interpretation, the 
metaphor of ‘branched’ reading represents a threat just as significant as the loss of economic power. 
The basic question is: how can the creative function of reading the townscape be recovered in the context of the 
highly technical language interference conditions inherent in the virtual landscape, both in perception and 
representation? 
This paper aims to avoid the polarization of discourse between the two main conditions of urban landscape 
reading: the classical approach, related to the composition of space directly perceived and informed by ambient and 
social conditions, and the ‘informatics’ approach, related to the virtual environment and the possibility of dynamic 
re-composition of the reading of a landscape, dependant on individual factors. 
1. Context 
We all agree that landscape is a matter of perception and of a certain way of looking, as set out in the European 
Landscape Convention (Council of Europe, 2000), in which the landscape is defined as “an area, as perceived by 
people, whose character is the result of the action and interaction of natural and/or human factors”. Thus, the 
landscape is born, on the one hand, thanks to a certain mental state of the observer and on the other hand, at a 
necessary distance from the landscape’s observation, making possible the mechanism of perception and of sensorial 
approach. In particular, the urban landscape was born from the very possibility of visualizing the entire city in a 
single frame, from certain favourable vantage points (declivities, tall buildings with panoramic views, quays, etc.) or 
else in flight. Referring to this characteristic, Rosario Assunto (1986) defined the landscape as the “presence of the 
infinite in the finite: the infinite self-assimilation and also a sort of opening of finitude”. 
Until now, the city’s morphology was the main element determining the urban landscape’s composition. The geo-
morphological features of the city’s land, its division and building density, the visual openings in relation to 
emblematic architectural objects, the ratio between filled space, empty space and vegetation, all of which are 
outstandingly described by Gordon Cullen in his famous book, The Concise Townscape (1961); these elements 
constituted the substance from which the urban landscape was composed and offered to the gaze. Also, the 
observer’s view was educated in the same spirit: oriented towards significant details, to the narrative richness of 
urban space and through the diversity of urban texture. 
Moreover, urban morphology physically offers the opportunity for creative re-writing of the city, in terms of the 
diversity of experiences that it offers in relation to space and urban form. The city’s creativity is a function of this 
diversity and of its reception, both at the individual and the collective level. 
Now, the opportunity to understand the landscape of the virtual environment with the aids of virtual tools for 
mapping and promoting it positions the relationship between landscape and observer within significantly altered 
coordinates. The virtual reality of the city can be found in many areas of daily life and already competes with 
physical reality. From simple orientation in the city through electronic maps, Internet information on the history or 
culture of significant places in the city, or the consumption of urban events through social networks, to the ‘touristic’ 
exploration of unknown cities using Internet tools and the online use of urban services (trade, banking, schools, 
etc.): all these are adding to scientific and almost exclusively digital methods of measuring, mapping, de-coding, 
planning and monitoring the city’s transformation. Together, these entail a very different language and a very 
different attitude to the landscape. While it cannot be disputed that a certain emotion may be present in the use of 
virtual city, creativity, intuition, effort and desire in exploring and reading the landscape have certainly disappeared. 
This loss, however, should not be treated as irreversible, because humanity itself should not be treated as an 
accomplished fact. As long as people live in physically readable cities, their morphology has to be accommodated in 
the virtual environment and its language must enrich the mathematics of the database. 
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Thus, within this paper, the city’s creativity is seen as a double open function and its embodiment in spatial and 
morphological diversity is just one of its facets. The other side is an ephemeral one, the poetry stored in daily life, 
the glance revealed by a momentary ambience. Between these two instances arises a desire for communication and 
self-support. It seems that the city resists not only by the force of its fixed shape, or by its morphology and 
architecture (no matter how representative and glorious they may be), but rather by the power of its language, open 
to new, daily poetry able to capture the entire energy of urban life. 
The emergence of GIS tools for understanding landscape emerges from the need for sustainable landscape 
planning, for measuring and monitoring in order to preserve the landscape resource (Leitao, 2002). This evidence is 
not denied here. Many studies show how a landscape that seems to be ‘nice’ and is perceived as such by its visitors, 
is, in fact, ecologically, or economically or socio-culturally severely affected or else is about to be damaged. People 
are often upset to find that the city where they live their life is a constant source of hidden, negative processes, 
continuously affecting the environment, and that most of these processes are inescapable. Thus, this useless and 
distorted information affects their perception and reading of the city’s landscape and makes them believe in turn that 
what may be considered ‘good’ in their city is actually the opposite. This happens when scientific studies do not 
start from an immediately perceived reality, but are based on statistical data, extrapolation of data and information 
interpreted by many mathematical formulas and computer visualizations of sites and landscapes. These transcend 
the normal ambience of perception and show another reality, one that fits the scenario proposed by that study. 
2. Methodology  
The main research topic is the relationship between OBSERVER and URBAN LANDSCAPE in the context of 
transformations induced by computer (GIS) tools for virtual landscape visualization. This target is achieved using 
several intermediate steps, attempting to approach in a personal manner this topic which is difficult to explain and 
even more difficult to measure.  
The main ‘anchors’ of this investigation are: 
x ‘The Creative Urban Morphology’: explaining the classical values of urban landscape perception and the 
specific language set up by it, but also critically highlighting the stereotypes of this way of reading the city. 
The lessons of Kevin Lynch and Gordon Cullen regarding the city’s perception and image need to be 
reconsidered in light of new technologies for urban landscape mapping, transposing, de-coding, or, from 
another angle, distorting the perceived reality. But, “like all imagery, the image of the city is a negotiation 
between the technique of representation and the cultural meaning of that technique, which shapes the 
interpretation of the image within values and norms of a given time period” (Hall et al. 2010, p.110). This 
process was called the ‘scopic regime’; through this regime the city’s image is aesthetically, socially and 
politically produced within a broader cultural discourse in relation to its technical means of production, such 
as painting, photography, film and […] computation (Jay, 1988, p. 3). In the real context of the emergence of 
computing systems in all fields, and especially in cultural/artistic domains, the concept of the city is more 
obviously coupled to a ‘mode of seeing’ and to a ‘structure of visibility’ that configures the city before us 
(Donald, 1995). 
x  ‘The City’s Virtual Words’: showing that the virtual world is not the antipode of the real world, but an 
extension of it (preferably a complementary one). The city’s words of virtual representation express the need 
to focus rather more on form and less (or not at all) on meaning. All GIS tools use graphic representations as 
reflections of data analysis and metrics. They tend to impose on us a distinctive language of forms whose 
meaning is by no means simplified or else hidden altogether. But people can better understand the complex 
meaning of urban language by using both personal perceptions and virtual representations, which can happen 
only if they possess the ability to understand the specialized language used (Nijhuis, van Lammeren & van 
der Hoeven, 2011). Old city icons and metaphors, as well as those used in virtual urban images, should co-
operate within the new language of the city, in order to ensure its cultural comprehensibility. As Castells 
proposed in The Rise of the Network Society, the urban culture of the future should became one of “a real 
virtuality” wherein “the message is the message” (Castells, 1996), owing to the diversity of content springing 
forth from the integration of the user into the assembly of the system. The culture of ‘real virtuality’ is a 
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communication system in which “reality itself is entirely captured, fully immersed in a virtual image setting 
[…] [The] appearances are not just on the screen […] but they become the experience” (Castells, 1996). 
x ‘Urban Landscape: To Read the City as a Whole’. Always important in creating an iconic image of the City, 
the landscape as image from above (seeing in a single glance the entire urban composition) depends on 
visualization capabilities. If the physical reality of the city, through its natural or built environment, could in 
the past offer such points for the spectacular sightseeing of the city, now the virtual environment adds new 
possibilities for exploring the city through panoramic views. These do not demand any effort, are free, 
convenient and involve no personal perceptive emotions. Besides this obvious de-personalization that takes 
place in the reading and understanding of the townscape, the virtual representation may produce new 
persuasive icons able to cause a rapid shift in the classical pattern-image of the city. Nowadays, our 
complicated cities require more than ever before sophisticated tools for understanding and interpretation, not 
only orientation instruments such as GPS. Contemplation, as a deeply intellectual act, cannot be excluded 
from the mental image of the city and cannot be replaced by overflying 3D mapping software. GPS systems 
or ‘Satnav’ are more and more used “as a pejorative term, beyond the context of road travel [...] an 
educational think tank describ[ed] a new generation of ‘Satnav students’ who were incapable of thinking for 
themselves” (Farley and Roberts, 2011).  
x ‘Urban Landscape Poetry: Desire and Power’. People increasingly think the ‘urban landscape’ does not exist 
anymore, or only use it as a negative term of comparison with the natural one. The dichotomy seems simple 
but actually it polarizes the collective mind towards ‘the empty half of the glass’ perspective. Attention is 
drawn only to those elements that make difficult the life in cities: traffic, pollution, congestion, crime, and so 
on. On the other hand, people are called to involvement and positive action in relation to the city by their 
understanding of urban progress and the need for its emancipation. It is obvious that one cannot have a 
positive attitude based on a negative mental background, ‘bombarded’ with apocalyptic messages about 
urban life. The idea of a positive valuation of the city through its intrinsic poetry is not new: it dates back to 
the artistic avant-gardes after the Second World War (Sargolini, 2013). Perhaps, then, a neo-constructivism 
would be appropriate in this situation; a neo-constructivism of the revolutions caused by a virtual world that 
overturns and re-situates the morphological and cultural values of the city, its image and message. The city’s 
poetry could become (once again) a part of the collective mental urban image and could be recognized as a 
possible “engine” of its progressive becoming (Collot, 2005). Although it seems to be a goal located in a 
sphere other than urbanism, this paper suggests that effective modalities of connecting poetry to the future of 
urban planning could be found, using virtual tools more creatively, in order to re-invest people with positive 
desires and the instinct for exploring the urban landscape (Stan, 2012). 
 
Figure 1. The chart represents the necessity of collaboration between the real and the virtual field in current understanding of the landscape, both 
in its contents, visualization and shape. New shared qualities that would result from this collaboration/ dialogue would form the basis for the 
participation of the population in landscape planning. Source: author, 2014 
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3. Results and connections 
The present research helps us recognize the fact that current technologies for landscape viewing and mapping, 
especially for urban areas, should not be detached from sensitive and everyday reality as it is actually perceived by 
people. 
GIS tools and the hypertext Web must be adapted to the sensory and perceptual realities of the city. In the spirit 
of the writings of Cullen, de Certeau and Lynch, we suggest that the city is created by the everyday life of its 
inhabitants, and for them the virtual urban landscape - as information, spatial visualization, intervention or choices - 
must become as accessible and natural as a smartphone. 
The diversity of city readings can provide the measure of the creative re-composition of its language. Although it 
may seem to do the opposite, the virtual landscape could in fact participate in enriching the creative language of the 
city and ways of reading and interpreting it. Urbanism and landscaping must join their methods and creatively use 
computer tools to measure the city, its visual and sensory representations, rather than leaving this exclusively to the 
computer sciences. For this, what is important is not only the traditional database (with topographical, geo-
morphological, historical information, etc.), but also the entire writing process of the city, including 
“what is forgotten, what is accentuated, what is omitted, what is suspended, what is underrepresented, who is 
shown and with whom in urban datasets will certainly find its way into urban noirs, data-thrillers, new waves, 
comedies, or ‘mockumentaries’, as sensory narratives form new genres for understanding tomorrow’s ‘sensory 
urbanism” (Lucas, 2008). 
The creative writing of the city refers to a future possibility for re-considering the city’s composition and 
visualization, taking into account the mental representations of people, in which the newest images provided by 
computing technology play an important role. In addition, urban and landscape research and planning that 
increasingly use digital technologies for mapping and measuring might bring us closer to the levels of individual 
choices available in the city and to the sensitive perception of the landscape of the city as a whole. Today, the 
sensory recording of the urban landscape is yet to be studied by ‘visual analytics’ (Therón, 2008) nor has it found its 
place in the genre of urban narratives (Telhan, 2010). 
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